‘War. Occupation. Liberation. Belgium 1940-1945’:  the Royal Military Museum 2.0 by Devos, Wannes
  MAGAZINEISSUE 22 DECEMBER 2019
War. Occupation. Liberation. 
Belgium 1940-1945’:  The 
Royal Military Museum 2.0
New permanent exhibition  
at the Royal Armoury, 
Stockholm
The guns aboard the
SS Finnmerchant:  Where are 
they now?
ISSUE 21 MAGAZINE 2
The mission of ICOMAM, the International Commit-
tee of Museums and Collections of Arms and Military 
History, is to develop a worldwide network within our 
field.  We support each other and believe in internation-
al dialogue and cooperation.
ICOMAM is composed of institutions or staff of organ-
isations in our field wishing to join a world-wide net-
work of scholars, specialists and enthusiasts. Examples 
of fields are historic arms and armour, artillery, military 
uniforms and equipment, flags, fortifications, aircraft, 
military music, hunting collections, vehicles, ships etc.
 
ACTIVITIES
• CONFERENCES: An annual international conference 
and a major international conferences every three 
years. Locations vary but the major ones take place at 
the location of the ICOM general conference.  Confer-
ences include a mix of working sessions such as papers 
and discussions and museum visits. Proceedings are 
published.
• TOURS: Conferences are normally followed by a 
post-conference tour where delegates have the oppor-
tunity to see more of the country and its museums and 
a chance to get to know each other better. Many new 
ideas, partnerships and joint exhibitions have resulted 
from such informal collaborations.  New ideas and great 
joint projects and exchange of exhibitions are often 
developed during the post conference tours.
• AWARDS:  ICOMAM supports young museum profes-
sionals attending conferences.  
• NEWSLETTERS: Publication and distribution to mem-
bers of the ICOMAM newsletter every other month.
• The ICOMAM MAGAZINE is published twice a year 
with articles in our field and up-to-date news.
 
HOW TO JOIN US
Membership of ICOMAM is free to all ICOM members. 
An application form to join ICOM, and the annual fee 
schedule, can be downloaded from www.icom.museum 
or sent to you by your national ICOM representative.
http://network.icom.museum/icomam/
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ICOM is the international organisation of museums and 
museum professionals committed to the conservation, 
continuation and communication to society of the 
world’s natural and cultural heritage, present and future, 
tangible and intangible.  
http://icom.museum/
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On 8 May 2019 the Royal Museum of the Armed Forces and of Military History – in short, the Royal 
Military Museum – in Brussels (Belgium) opened a new 
permanent exhibition, entitled ‘War. Occupation. Libera-
tion. Belgium 1940-1945’. It completed the already exist-
ing presentation about the Second World War.  Today, the 
visitor to the museum can wander around some 3,500 m2 
dedicated to the period between the wars, the outbreak,, 
development and the end of the war. For the museum, the 
new exhibition is a bridge to the future, both in terms of 
scenography and content. It shows that military history 
in museums can be more than just a static repository of 
weapons and uniforms and there is more to imagine than 
factual battlefield history.  This approach seems to attract 
a wider audience.
The Royal Military Museum
In museum studies, the Royal Military Museum is gener-
ally depicted as a classic national military museum that 
promotes the honour, glory and triumph of the Belgian 
army and/or the Belgian nation. Nationalism and patrio-
tism appear to be inherent in the museum. However, this 
vision is not entirely consistent with historical reality, as 
our ongoing PhD research on the history of the museum 
points out. In this context, we do not elaborate on this. 
It is sufficient to indicate that the museum has been a 
scientific institution since 1976, a statute that seems to 
counter the image of a nationalist stronghold. 
Officially founded in 1911 as a museum from (and 
for?) military personnel, the Royal Military Museum has 
had a somewhat turbulent history up to today. Since 
2017, the museum is part of the War Heritage Institute, 
a broader umbrella organization that among other things 
manages some of the most important war heritage sites 
in Belgium (e.g. the National Memorial of the Fortress of 
Breendonk, the Trench of Death in Diksmuide). The mu-
seum is at a crossroads in its history - looking at changes 
in other national military museums in Western Europe, 
(e.g. Nationaal Militair Museum in The Netherlands, Mil-
itärhistorisches Museum der Bundeswehr in Germany) 
the institution is in search of a new identity, trying to find 
a new message that can reach greater parts of Belgian 
society. From this point of view, its newest exhibition can 
be seen as a test-case for the future, a harbinger of a re-
newed national military museum in Belgium.     
Towards a new exhibition
Anyone relying on press articles might suspect that the 
opening of the new exhibition was strategically linked to 
the 75th anniversary of the Second World War in Belgium. 
However, this is not in fact the case.  The first plans to 
make a new permanent display about the war years date 
from the early 1980’s. A lack of budget, staff changes and 
political choices led to serious delays. It was only during 
the first decade of the new millennium that the museum 
succeeded in creating the first parts of its megalomaniac 
project. 
To cut a long story short, from 2007 the public could 
visit a historical exhibition about the years between the 
wars and the outbreak and further development of the 
Second World War.  This overview ended with an exhi-
bition room about ‘D-Day’ and the liberation of France. 
Although there was already a lot to see, the story had 
an open ending - the liberation of Belgium and Europe 
in 1944-45 was nowhere to be found.  There were also 
some very important themes missing in the exhibition 
- the theatre of war in the Pacific, the world of the con-
centration camps and the judeocide and the occupation 
of Belgium, although the latter could be visited in a sort 
of semi-permanent exhibition (opened in 1998) alongside 
the new museum part.
From 2008, the search to complete the exhibition 
started. It took a few years to create a small team to 
take on the challenge. Its backbone was formed by two 
historians, an interior designer and an exhibition techni-
cian. The exhibition team worked in close cooperation 
with the educational team of the museum.  The intense 
preparation of the exhibition took place in the shadow 
of the commemoration of the First World War, as the 
centenary of this conflict claimed all public, media and 
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Second World War in the Royal Military Museum, 
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political attention. In addition, the Royal Military Museum 
itself had to endure severe policy storms, a turbulent pe-
riod marked by the appointment of five different general 
managers between 2014 and 2017. Finally, in 2017, when 
the museum became part of the War Heritage Institute, 
all uncertainty about the new exhibition disappeared: its 
opening would be the starting point of a remembrance 
year in 2019, entitled ‘Belgium Remembers. 75 years after 
WWII’.  
A new exhibition, a new narrative
During the preparation it soon became clear that the 
biggest historical challenge would be the development of 
a new museum narrative.  What kind of story line would 
attract the public? And how to integrate the rich collec-
tions of the Royal Military Museum in a display that does 
not give the impression of being overloaded? 
As for the historical narrative, the obstacles were 
numerous. The overall challenge was to create a logical 
sequel to the last room (‘D-Day’) of the existing exhi-
bition. Chronologically, one would opt to ‘continue the 
war’ and to map the liberation of Europe. However, as 
the liberation and aftermath of the war in Belgium is not 
understandable without the story of the occupation of 
the country, the decision was made to cope with the 
occupation years first. So, the new exhibition starts with 
the viewpoint of the Allied troops who liberated Europe: 
as they liberated the continent, they are confronted with 
all kinds of situations and feelings. It is significant that the 
In the first room, the occupation of Belgium is ex-
plained in a wider European context. In the show-
case on the right, the kepi of Hermann Göring is 
on display. © Luc Van de Weghe/WHI
Showcases symbolising the diverse German pres-
ence in Belgium. © Luc Van de Weghe/WHI
A setting about the daily life under the occupa-
tion in Belgium. © Luc Van de Weghe/WHI
A room telling the story of the (often forgotten) 
resistance in Belgium. © Luc Van de Weghe/WHI
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Nazi German occupation of Europe was not the same 
for everyone. In the first room of the new exhibition, 
the situation of Belgium is therefore compared with that 
of other countries in Europe. In the next four rooms, 
the German occupation of Belgium is explained with a 
thematical approach, dealing with themes as the German 
presence in Belgium, the reaction of the Belgian powers, 
daily life under the occupation, collaboration, resistance, 
repression and persecution. The history of the occupa-
tion ends with an exhibition room about ‘the liberation 
of Belgium’. 
This last room is also the starting point of a broader 
theme about the ‘liberation of Europe’, allowing the use 
again of a chronological approach, covering the period 
from September 1944 to the end of the Reich in May 
1945. The use of V-bombs on Belgium, the armies and 
battlefields in Eastern and Western Europe, the race and 
battle for Berlin, VE-day are all explained. The difficult 
history of the concentration camps and the judeocide 
is introduced from, again, the viewpoint of the Allied sol-
diers who were confronted with piles of corpses and 
atrocities during the liberation of Europe. The following 
question is posed to the visitor: what was this and how 
was this possible? This enables us to go back into the 
An American, British, Canadian and Polish soldier 
symbolise the foreign liberation of Belgium from 
September 1944 onwards. © Luc Van de Weghe/WHI
Large showcase giving an overview from the bat-
tles at the Western front, from operation Market 
Garden to the crossing of the Rhine in Germany. 
© Luc Van de Weghe/WHI
Uniforms of the Hitlerjugend and Volkssturm indi-
cating the last forces of Nazi Germany. The wood-
en board with the German inscription Wir kapitulie-
ren nie!, pierced with Soviet bullets, leaves nothing 
to the imagination. © Luc Van de Weghe/WHI
Introduction of the retrospective 1933-45, ex-
plaining the Nazi ideology and installation of 
Nazi repression and persecution politics. © Luc 
Van de Weghe/WHI
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past, giving a retrospective from 1933-45, and to explain 
racist Nazi ideology, the first concentration camps, the 
use of violence, the refugees in Belgium, the difference 
in Nazi policy between Eastern and Western Europe, the 
difference between concentration camps and extermi-
nation centres (and their evolution) and the ‘liberation’ 
of the camps. The new exhibition ends with an outro on 
what is a bit provocative called ‘The other World War’, 
indicating the present-day general ignorance of Belgian 
society of the theatre of war in the Pacific. 
The general narrative in the exhibition is not one of 
Belgian nationalism or patriotism, but one of choices, 
options and possibilities during war time (on all levels) 
in a Belgian-European storyline. With a strong academic 
basis (e.g. the exhibition texts were corrected by an ex-
ternal scientific board), all kind of themes are reviewed. 
From different forms of collaboration with the occupi-
er over the persecution of Jews, Roma and Sinti to the 
questionable position of the Belgian King Leopold III or 
the abuse of Congo and Ruanda-Urundi by the Belgian 
government-in-exile in London - there is no place for 
taboos.  Civilian themes, such as education, labour, faith, 
poverty during wartime have gained importance. When 
battlefields are discussed, particular attention is paid to 
Impressive showcase with original prison cloth-
ing from the camps. © Luc Van de Weghe/WHI
The last room of the exhibition is dedicated to 
the theatre of war in the Pacific. In the front is 
a painted pilot’s jacket from the Flying Tigers on 
display. © Luc Van de Weghe/WHI
The general narrative in the exhibition is not one 
of Belgian patriotism. There is no place for ta-
boos: the collaboration with the occupier is wide-
ly discussed. © Luc Van de Weghe/WHI
A hallway leaves the visitor the choice: resistance 
or collaboration? © Luc Van de Weghe/WHI
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the soldiers who fought on them, be it Germans, West-
ern Allies and their colonial troops or Soviet-Russians. 
So, battlefield history does not take centre stage, but is 
part of the greater story of the war.
A new scenography
The new story line demanded a new and modern sce-
nography, without losing the roots of the Royal Mil-
itary Museum. In the end, the result is a combination 
of well-designed texts and images, modern technology 
(touchscreens, sound showers, video walls) and impres-
sive showcases. The integration of the collection was 
achieved by using a dark setting, putting only light on the 
historical objects, their labels and the exhibition texts 
and images.  Although there are more than 1,000 objects 
to discover, the exhibition never feels overloaded.
Some scenographic highlights are certainly worth 
mentioning, e.g. the red carpet inviting the visitor to en-
ter the exhibition ending in a red Nazi flag at the foot of 
an original sculpture of a German eagle resting his claw 
on a coat of arms symbolising Belgium; a living room, 
hallway and adjacent exhibition rooms in black and white 
colours (collaboration and resistance); illuminated train 
tracks introducing the German repression, persecution 
and racial deportation. As the narrative spins around 
the possibilities during wartime, the visitor is at certain 
points in the exhibition free to choose his own path (col-
laboration – resistance, Eastern – Western front) or – on 
a whole other level – is able to listen to interviews with 
eye-witnesses that searched their path during the war.  
 
Masterpieces
Although the new exhibition pays a lot of attention to 
telling the story of the Second World War, the impres-
sive collection of the museum stays – in the tradition of 
national military museums – at its core. Some 1200 care-
fully selected and diverse objects substantiate the histor-
ical narrative and scenography. Next to personal objects 
belonging to historical protagonists of very diverse back-
grounds, collection items of lesser-known people – often 
civilians – have gained importance, as have their accom-
panying stories. In view of the general evolution of Euro-
pean war museums established after the Second World 
War, that is of course not entirely surprising. Whereas 
in most institutions the military character of the war is 
initially central – as a continuum that connects the two 
world wars – the civilian aspect has increasingly come to 
the fore in the late 20th century.  This is illustrated, among 
other things, by the growing attention of museums and 
exhibitions to the judeocide. 
The value of the displayed collection can hardly be 
underestimated at both Belgian and international level. 
The list of interesting authentic objects is long, in the 
following we give a selection from the range: the kepi 
of Generalfeldmarschall Hermann Göring; a soccer cup 
of the Inter-Allied Football League; a facade plate of the 
NSDAP AO Brüssel; music instruments of the Oberfeldkom-
mandantur Brüssel; a handmade decorated walking stick of 
a prisoner of war; resistance and collaborationist paint-
ings made during the occupation; a board game about 
the black market; a stuffed cat used by the resistance; a 
camera Minox used by the Special Operations Execu-
tive; series of documents and weapons used by the re-
sistance; an original cartoon made by the famous Belgian 
cartoonist Willy Vandersteen; a German shell decorated 
by a Flemish volunteer at the Eastern front; a torture 
box used by the Sipo-SD in Antwerp; an execution post 
and coffin from a German execution site in Belgium; the 
Illuminated train tracks introducing e.g. the de-
portation of Jews, Roma and Sinti from Belgium. 
The theme of the judeocide has found its place 
in the Royal Military Museum. © Luc Van de Weghe/
WHI
The uniform of the American general Dwight 
D. Eisenhower (on the right) is one of the many 
masterpieces in the exhibition. © Luc Van de We-
ghe/WHI
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Jews’ register from the Forest municipality; a dress made 
out an American flag; a dingo Scout Car from the Belgian 
‘Brigade Piron’; a V1-bomb shot down over Brussels and 
used as a British war trophy; a children’s dress in the 
Allied colours; the uniform of general Clare Armstrong; 
a love letter of an American soldier to his Belgian sweet-
heart; a uniform of Soviet sniper Razvedchik; a jacket of 
a Schutzmannschaft at the Eastern Front; insulators from 
the concentration camp Mittelbau-Dora; a large wooden 
panel ‘Wir kapitulieren nie!’ riddled with Soviet bullets; the 
uniform jacket of Adolf Hitler’s short time brother-in-law 
Hermann Fegelein; a bronze bust of Rudolf Hess taken 
form the Reich Chancellery; the five-star uniform of gen-
eral Dwight D. Eisenhower; a can of Zyklon B from Aus-
chwitz-Birkenau; a dozen sets of prison clothes from the 
concentration camps; shoes worn during a death march; 
a Hachimaki for a Japanese pilot; a painted pilot’s jacket 
from the Flying Tigers. 
A publication accompanying the exhibition
The opening of the exhibition was accompanied by the 
publication of a brand-new book, carrying the title of 
the exposition, ‘War. Occupation. Liberation. Belgium 1940-
1945’.  Written by several Belgian specialists in war his-
tory and heritage, edited by the curators of the exhibi-
tion with an epilogue by the internationally renowned 
historian Richard Overy, the book complements the sto-
ry that can be experienced in the museum.
Conceived as a book for the general public, with 
more than a hundred images, the publication is struc-
tured around special objects from the exhibited collec-
tion. Every author was asked to integrate a historical 
object into the broader history of the war.  The book 
contains a series of contributions that can be read sepa-
rately. In addition to the collection pieces, they are illus-
trated with photos that detail the story or place it in a 
broader context. 
Only four months after the first publication, there is 
already a second Dutch and French edition in the book-
stores.  A third reprint in Dutch is being considered at 
the moment. The limited English edition has obviously 
been less successful as it is principally sold at the recep-
tion of the museum.
Public appreciation and reflection
In general, the exhibition has been well received by the 
public.  The modern scenography, the dark mood setting, 
the selection of objects, the challenging no-nonsense 
narrative seem to be catching on and seem to result in 
an increase of visitors. Reviews in the Belgian press were 
remarkably unanimous about the exposition and praised 
the museum for the new approach it introduced. Import-
ant players in the field of memorialisation of the Second 
World War, such as the Jewish community, were likewise 
positive. Even in the always critical academic circles, the 
military museum received good reviews.
However, there is always room for improvement. 
Due to a lack of budget, it was for example not possible 
to make a digital app or a multimedia guide. Therefore, 
it is only possible to take the full exhibition tour in two 
languages, Dutch and French.  An alternative – but not 
ideal – solution was found in the fixed multimedia in-
stallations where the English-speaking visitor can consult 
all historical texts in his language or listen to interviews 
with English subtitles. 
This problem indicates a more general issue for the 
Royal Military Museum: imagine that their was enough 
budget for e.g. a digital application for the new exhibition, 
would it not be wiser to produce something similar for 
the entire museum? From this point of view, the new ex-
hibition not only shows some possibilities for a renewed 
national military museum in Belgium, but also indicates 
the limits and pitfalls of a step-by-step renovation. In a 
complex and rather anti-militarist country as Belgium, 
the road towards a full renovation of the Royal Military 
Museum is however particularly long and full of histori-
cal, political and financial challenges. 
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